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those captains who went about gathering fighters
for hire and then striking a bargain with the
various princes and powers at war; for in those
days there were no standing armies, and no
conscription, and when Governments wanted to
fight they had to raise what men they could
hurriedly and at fairly high pay.
The best field for this kind of thing was Italy,
and thither young Cromwell drifted. Probably
he got some loot out of the fighting; he also
pretty certainly picked up some Italian, for he
read Machiavelli and in later life would quote
his maxims.
With whatever little capital he had got together
in this dangerous trade he appears in the house
of some big Italian money-lenders of the day;
later on he returned to England and started on
his own as a money-lender, on quite a large scale
But Thomas Cromwell was much more than
a money-lender, even in those first years of his
advancing manhood. He had got hold of a good
deal of law, and he had a fine grasp of detail
in all business, remarkable industry, lucidity
of judgment and rapidity of action. It was these
which recommended him to the notice of the
great Wolsey. He may have been recommended
by one of the many fairly important people to
whom he had lent money and whose bonds he